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            saepe soloecismum mentula nostra facit

MARCUS VALERIUS MARTIALIS

            
                

            

            
                

            

            ‘my pen is often erring …’

         

      

   


   
      
         

            A SLAVE READER

         

         

         

         

         
             

         

         Eighteen of the 118 poems in this book begin with the pronoun ‘I’, which when printed looks identical to ‘I’, the Roman numeral. Welcome to Book I by the Roman epigrammatist Martial, which is actually at least his third book. Review copies differ subtly. These poems were designed to ingratiate their author within a particular system of expectation and reward, and the resemblance is precisely not coincidental, in that their publication here does not exceed the reaches of an economy that for once has no legal mode of revenge to exact upon its slavish copyist. This volume aims to discover whether you can game a poem’s legislation from within, using opportunities both living and dead (the first person), and its inaccuracies only aid in decreasing the potential recognition of sources, accessed since 2013. There’s no protection, thank god. You head out of the door and turn left, past the Greek barbers, right then right again. Poetry’s at the back next to the main till. During the preface, each poem is being painstakingly replaced by its description, while the original stays in my imagination (in Latin). Then it’s replaced by the description of its description, at which point we’re in the reality movie business. There are no keys left, just the pitiful hope of evading obsolescence through sheer breadth of application. Specifically: no specifics. There are certain conventions you’ll be aware of by now, faces that resemble fingerprints, watery light, a breathable atmosphere, and a way of proceeding through the R-shaped trees, visible from the window – there’s an actual sunset happening out there, like an embarrassing thought. The names of authors are not really on the increase, rather they’ve been multiplied inside their ancient predecessors, abusing them so badly that they hid away all the great things they could have given us. Then, at last, through something less valuable, weirdly, the fame of their feeling is proved to us, perhaps even ‘in’ us. It reveals its chest-high slogan. Far from the simplicity of bad jokes, gift tags, margin notes, erotica, desperate voicemails, discount codes, reported comments, texts from your dealer, ‘your card has been declined’, cocktail hacks, non-disclosure agreements, extended walkthroughs, speedy diagnoses, hot-tub assembly guides, season recaps, ancient emojis, recycled blurbs, pop quizzes, encrypted lyrics, true explanations of what you really meant, make-up tutorials, song requests, thought experiments, duplicate petitions, out-of-date wishlists, and all manner of indecipherable symbols, my translator writes improperly from a foreign book that has a clever person inside it – the covers should be treated like enormous inverted commas. Any words of truth can be left playing quietly where you found them: the language of description is useless if it appears on the object it’s describing. But I should have given an example. The other titles of this book are Summer Day, Nomentum, Intellectual Property, Memoirs of My Benefactor, No Touching, My Italics, As Material, Fair Use and Friends. To be with me is to be anyone who’s feeling exceedingly sorrowful, but even so, who better to bump into, out here among the numbered trees. I’ve already complained that this was done without matching any documents in Latin – I told him not to do it, in fact, but he went ahead, and I reach you, if I reach you at all, through the grave-like forms they left. Still, I can try to be content with the feelings they spell out from this angle. Epitaphs are written for those who like leftovers and to look at flowers, and I’m not listed in the programme, or in what happens after it. You’ve been listening to the decaying present with me, Marcus, like a friend who shares my name. When I felt the flowers stirring, I read articles on bankruptcy. And when the festive mobs and franchises visited this phoney ruin, I retreated to my coterie, to invent my other friends (a better word than ‘clients’). The roof caved in on my antagonists, as they mishandled an invoice. Clouds changed a word at a time. It’s the permanent crisis of what to do next, I tell my scribe, who is providing his services without pay. I sign whatever he hands me.

         Was that a wave?

      

   


   
      
         
            

               YOUTH AND EDUCATION

            

            

            

            

            
               
                  [1]

                  Students you have offered him feelings

                  that few show to the ashes of a poet

                  with books sent around the world

                  and coruscating commentaries

                  stop looking     if you like

                  I almost retired     but

                  guess who’s back

                  this is the law

               

               
                  [2]

                  I want to be with you wherever

                  paperbacks are partying

                  forget about your regular shows

                  and stop checking your phone for a second

                  you need a new distraction

                  or maybe a guide

                  why don’t you buy a real book

                  and wander the city

                  i’m pocketsized 

               

               
                  [3]

                  You like the shelf life

                  a solitary guy not ignored by women exactly

                  nor snubbed by the old marx crowd

                  or even snorted at at readings much

                  but if someone calls you a genius you get to kiss them

                  and ascend the rankings like an owl[image: ]

                  now that you have glided onto fairer markets (international)

                  now that you have reproduced (2nd printing)

                  but not so often I needn’t suffer erasures

                  contractual artistic or otherwise

                  I suppose you’ve earned that sad shaft of sky

                  where you flutter like an invoice

                  i’ll go home

                  perhaps you’re right

               

               
                  [4]

                  Drop The Book of Eyebrows

                  (I’m referring to your look)

                  when you choose to pick up my book.

                  The Book of Triumphs is a joke book.

                  I think I noticed your expression change

                  on the cover of The Book of Laminations.

                  There’s no shame in lamentation,

                  or at least there shouldn’t be, in my book.

                  The Book of Censorship is quite amusing

                  reading. The Book of Derision in Latin

                  isn’t. I hope you read my book of poems

                  while lying supine on a crimson sofa,

                  with the pages resting on your eyelids, 

                  wearing an expression like the cover (it’s blank).

                  My life proves it – my poems are harmless.

               

               
                  [5]

                  I give you jacuzzis      and lengths of luxury

                  you give me paper      the poetry of poverty

                  so what we want’s      an inflatable book?

               

               
                  [6]

                  A rabbit hides in the wheel-arch on a flight to hawaii

                  and arrives alive a poem stops a tank long enough

                  for a picture to be taken I myself have become more

                  fearful of heights the question is then what happens

                  the eye of jupiter is growing smaller but also colder

               

               
                  [7]

                  The movie is better than the book

                  which is better than the experience

                  silver is better than gold (it doesn’t infect piercings)

                  a fake masterpiece is better than a real one because at least it’s affordable

                  permadeath in virtual warfare is better than actual death in actual warfare

                  imitation is better because it’s sincere

                  whereas innovation seeks to impress 

                  and anyway is never what it says it is

                  the second time is better than the first, as you well know

                  the remake is self-conscious and therefore more morally alert

                  this sentiment is better than the other times it has been expressed

                  because in the past it was expressed more forcefully and now it can relax

                  even thinking that Salinger meant David Copperfield the 1990s magician

                  who made real cars and buildings disappear then reappear

                  is better than knowing he meant Dickens

                  but only because others have thought this before you

                  and written about their mistake with winning modesty

                  or honesty or both

                  a cat hunting a bird is better now

                  because of cartoons

                  just as the cat that lives next door

                  is a better cat because it is not your cat any more

                  a rhyme is better the more times it has been used

                  cliché is better than truth

                  truth is just something that hasn’t become a cliché yet

                  but inevitably will

                  (then you can put it in your pocket

                  and no one can put the truth in their pocket)

                  and any king or queen or president or prime minister

                  is better than all previous kings or queens or presidents or prime ministers

                  any poem is better than all the poems that precede it

                  that say essentially the same thing

                  which means new is better than old

                  but only if it looks or sounds or otherwise seems somehow old

                  being in a simulation is better than being in reality

                  watching the simulated stars set to ambient music created by a gifted recording artist 

                  is better than watching real stars set to dismal sounds from real life

                  derivative beauty is better than any other kind

                  (here we are surrounded by all this derivative beauty – imagine!)

                  however the audience will still say, ‘nah’

                  however many times you say

                  the cover version is better than the original

                  but the cover version is always better than the original

                  I know that the cover version is always better than the original

                  and the reason I know the cover version is always better than the original

                  is that I’ve never heard the original

               

               
                  [8]

                  There are strategies to keep you safe

                  which should be followed to the letter

                  just try and be sensible I guess

                  remain vigilant between streetlights

                  don’t sprint down any dark corridors

                  or draw too much attention to yourself

                  be famous for starting fights and running away

                  or better yet deny everything you’ve done

                  I believe the police are here to protect us 

               

               
                  [9]

                  A person is attractive

                  in the midst of things

                  trying to be attractive

                  makes you immediately

                  not

                  a guy

                  can only be hot

                  without thinking

               

               
                  [10]

                  I can offer your hand

                  no prayers or presents

                  I know it isn’t fair

                  instead of a kiss

                  nothing is uglier

                  than getting a cough

               

               
                  [11]

                  However far in debt

                  you are there’s always

                  more if I flash the card

                  that’s stuck to my palm

                  or if I whisper ‘money’

                  it comes out of the wall

                  I eyeball the bill even

                  when it isn’t unpaid 

                  capital in the abstract

                  I get it for my friends

                  as well and in the event

                  of the unthinkable I come

                  prepared with the face

                  and that’s impossible

               

               
                  [12]

                  The provocations gather in gallery shadows

                  images of skyscrapers capped with permafrost

                  and steaming rivers risen round their ankles

                  the streetsigns snarled in ivy and honeysuckle

                  and here the gallery itself is depicted in ruins

                  run by wolves its fine shadows shot through

                  this show doesn’t have anything left to prove

               

               
                  [13]

                  When we’re together

                  it’s a suicide pact

                  that may as well be

                  deferred indefinitely 

               

               
                  [14]

                  Only in the kingdoms of Rome

                  or Heaven can the diabetic lion return

                  to the arena amid enormous cheers

                  now in possession of a sweet tooth

                  to be poisoned by a willing Christian

                  who gorged himself on fine wine

                  which reverts to sugar in his blood

                  clap your hands for Caesar’s camera/god

               

               
                  [15]

                  Neglecting to count the hours

                  won’t hasten or delay

                  the sight of white mountains

                  doubled in wide lakes

                  as the paramount logo somehow

                  outlasts its fading

                  the endurance of a theme

                  is a kind of afterlife

                  here with us today

               

               
                  [16]

                  The freedom to write bad poems

                  mediocre poems some good ones too

                  that’s what a book *is* you guys

                  not your grandfather’s freedom 

               

               
                  [17]

                  They urged me to address

                  the issues of the day

                  they told me I ‘nailed’ it

                  ‘nailing’ it is what

                  the coffin maker does

                  I think I screwed it up

               

               
                  [18]

                  Why mix the high style with the low style

                  what good has the high style done you

                  vs. what bad has the low style done

                  corrupt the high style I don’t care

                  those readers need to be corrupted

                  but the low style is beneath derivation

                  it corrupts like money incorruptibly itself

               

               
                  [19]

                  Your first success lost you your friends

                  the second destroyed your reputation

                  and the third drove away your family

                  any further ambitions may be pursued

                  in total security: there’s nothing else

                  the soliciting of happiness can cost you 

               

               
                  [20]

                  Fame is such a sweet draught

                  dizzily it crashes the blood

                  or you can smoke it

               

               
                  [21]

                  The right hand pointed out a shooting star

                  but it was quickly re-identified as a satellite

                  and it was very embarrassing but unknown

                  to anyone and light years past that point

                  thanks to a major misconception the hand

                  had picked the planet that my reader’s from

                  the trick might be not caring if you’re wrong

               

               
                  [22]

                  Contrary to what the poets claim

                  when the surveillance state connects

                  its interlocking cells and the screens

                  finally resolve us the first ones to vanish

                  are always JOURNALISTS meanwhile

                  the press can hardly be bothered with books

                  at all let alone the armed/secret services

                  I suppose each will go after their own 

               

               
                  [23]

                  A single look accounts for you

                  sent ray-like through the steam

                  the specific shame of nakedness

                  feels just like being seen through

                  & at the same time misunderstood

               

               
                  [24]

                  That guy was born with sharp little teeth

                  perhaps that’s why his hair’s so long

                  a wreck   with famous eyebrows

                  but relax his looks are strong

                  not lethal   you’d hurt him

                  if you were   a woman

               

               
                  [25]

                  Eat at the people with books

                  this is at the heart of the service of learning

                  there’s no need to be shy in front of the elderly

                  at all these literary parties

                  where a kind of fame surely waits outside

                  with a little glass vial

                  to carry off the prize of your beauty

                  thereby saving you the trouble

                  condemned to London

                  you’ve lived so long by yourself

                  now start living in paper 

                  as a flame does

                  (ashes are for later)

               

               
                  [26]

                  As if high on herbs of provence

                  this produce is commercial vintage

                  manufactured somewhere else

                  and nowhere near the shortlist

                  the label reads please destroy

                  these hideous jeans now please

                  it’s better to own one pair than fifteen

               

               
                  [27]

                  We may have made arrangements

                  it was late and wasn’t there wine

                  I once waited at an intersection

                  for britney or brittany for ages

                  it feels like the whole universe hates you

                  but how can you not have learned

                  that there are plans made when drunk

                  it’s unseemly to remember let alone speak of 

               

               
                  [28]

                  Yesterday is not yet in its box

                  but somehow the light

                  has come uncorked

                  would you understand

                  if I said the night had failed me
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